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Stop Instant Messaging/Texting and Call Someone! 
The Downfalls of IM for Interpersonal Communication
Dr. Michelle Drouin, Kirstie Barbier, Shaquile Coonce, Matthew Swick, Elizabeth Tobin, and Kara Wygant
Indiana University-Purdue University Fort Wayne
INTRODUCTION
Instant messaging (IM), text messaging, and other computer-mediated com-
munication (CMC) tools are now frequent substitutes for face-to-face (ftf ) and 
phone conversations (e.g., Shiu & Lenhart, 2004; Smith, 2011). Researchers 
have therefore become interested in the equivalencies in these technologies 
for fostering and sustaining relationships (Jiang, Bazarova, & Hancock, 2011; 
Walther, Loh, & Granka, 2005). In a recent study by Coonce and Drouin (2014), 
we examined differences between the three communication mediums in fos-
tering compatibility in strangers. We found that IM conversations were far less 
constructive in fostering conversational compatibility than ftf or phone con-
versations.  Another way to approach the question of equivalency is to examine 
whether the three communication mediums (IM, voice, and ftf ) differ in terms 
of their ability to help strangers form impressions of conversational partners’ 
personality traits and also whether they differ in conversational depth or con-
tent. These were the objectives of the present study. Our research questions 
were:
METHODS
Young adult undergraduates (N=188) participated in dyads.
Upon arrival, participants were introduced to their conversation partner and 
were then escorted to a private room where they completed an online survey. 
This survey included the following:
•	 Personality—The Ten Item Personality Inventory (TIPI; Much, Hell, & Gos-
ling, 2007) was used to measure participants’ conversation partner’s personal-
ity traits. Measurements were scored using a 7-point Likert scale (1 = disagree 
strongly, 7 = agree strongly).
•	 Likelihood	of	friendship—Three variables were combined to form a like-
lihood of friendship variable. People were asked about the extent to which 
their interaction partner was “Someone who has a lot of friends,” “A person 
with whom I would be close friends,” and “A person that would NOT be in my 
social group” (reverse coded) on a 1-7 likert scale (1 = disagree strongly, 7 = 
agree strongly). The Cronbach’s alpha for this composite variable before the 
interaction was ∞ = .69 and after the interaction ∞ =.59.
Next, participants were assigned randomly to one of three conditions: 
      
After the interaction, participants completed the TIPI again and their conversations 
were transcribed and coded using:
•	 Linguistic	Inquiry	and	Word	Count	(LIWC;	Pennebaker,	et	al.,	2007)—LIWC 
analyzes written text on a word-by-word basis.  We utilized the LIWC to determine 
whether there were differences in the linguistic content for the three communica-
tion conditions.
RESULTS
RQ1: When participants were asked how they would like to communicate with a 
stranger, 78% stated that they would like to communicate in a face-to-face setting, 
and 22% indicated that they would like to use instant messaging. Only one partici-
pant indicated that they would like to use a voice call (Skype voice).




                




RQ2:	As shown in Figure 2, the IM condition produced lesser gains in positive ap-
praisals for most personality characteristics. There was a significant difference be-
tween groups only for conscientiousness (F(2, 183) = 3.597, p = .029). For emotion-
ality and agreeableness, the differences between groups were nearly significant (p 
= .07 and p = .08, respectively). However, Bonferroni post-hoc analyses did not show 
significant group differences for any personality dimension. In terms of friendship, 
the IM condition produced the lowest positive change in likelihood of friendship. 

























RQ3: The LIWC analysis showed that for most conversational categories, face-
to-face and phone conversations were superior to IM for facilitating quality 
utterances (see Table 1). IM facilitated more I and You utterances and also more 
utterances about affect and work.        
 
Table 1. LIWC analysis by condition 
 FTF Skype IM  
 M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) F 
Funct 61.10a (2.58) 59.19b (3.65)  57.96b (4.40)  12.45*** 
I  7.91a (1.70) 8.11 (1.48) 8.67 (2.21) 3.05** 
We 0.86a (0.78) 0.87 (0.60) 0.29b (0.52) 17.98*** 
You 2.95a (1.04) 2.81 (1.41) 4.02b (1.93) 12.30*** 
She/He 1.51a (1.12) 1.20 (1.13) 0.36b (0.93) 21.76*** 
They 0.85a (0.54) 0.66 (0.58) 0.44b (0.86) 6.08** 
Verb 19.01a (1.77) 18.84 (1.67) 17.11b (2.85) 14.99*** 
Past 4.35a (1.59) 3.82 (1.21) 3.04b (2.08) 10.17*** 
Preps 9.28a (1.42) 8.89 (1.33) 9.92 (2.42) 5.00** 
Conj 7.52a (1.47) 7.44 (1.84) 6.41b (2.09) 7.67** 
Negate 2.62a (0.74) 2.53 (0.75) 2.08b (1.33) 5.45** 
Quant 2.37a (0.77) 2.13 (0.69) 2.79 (1.50) 5.73** 
Number 1.48a (0.68) 0.95b (0.51) 0.76c (0.82) 18.79*** 
Affect 7.81a (2.05) 8.51 (1.91) 10.00b (4.30) 8.87*** 
Posemo 6.74a (2.00) 7.34 (1.87) 8.78b (4.00) 8.79*** 
Cogmech 16.65a (2.29) 16.56 (2.52) 15.05b (3.61) 6.31** 
Insight 2.45a (1.03) 2.45 (0.99) 1.68b (1.10) 12.20*** 
Discrep 4.17a (1.66) 4.33 (1.86) 2.26b  (1.64) 30.38*** 
Inhib 0.24a (0.23) 0.15 (0.15) 0.11b   (0.26) 5.62** 
Incl 4.20a (1.24) 4.16 (1.46) 3.30b (1.76) 7.42** 
Excl 4.23a (1.16) 4.26 (1.08) 3.50b (1.82) 6.04** 
Sexual 0.09a (0.14) 0.89 (0.17) 0.19 (0.38) 3.52** 
Motion 2.05a (0.79) 1.93 (0.70) 1.73 (1.16) 2.09* 
Time 7.43a (1.77) 7.48 (1.67) 5.99b (2.74) 10.13*** 
Work 3.54a (1.15) 3.15 (1.33) 4.74b (2.85) 10.93*** 
Money 0.55a (0.48) 0.35 (0.32) 0.62 (0.86) 2.88** 
Assent 4.48a (2.25) 5.75 (2.99) 5.57 (3.57) 3.15** 
Means with different subscripts differ at p < .05.       
         
DISCUSSION AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS
Most of the young adults in this study indicated that they would prefer their 
first conversation with a stranger to take place in a face-to-face context. A large 
portion of young adults in our sample also preferred to use IM when communi-
cating with a stranger, but only one participant indicated that s/he would like 
to use a voice call for this initial conversation. Despite this, our results showed 
clearly that both face-to-face and phone conversations were superior to IM 
for impression formation. In other words, people formed more solid opinions 
about their conversational partners’ personality traits when they conversed 
face-to-face or on the phone rather than via IM. Additionally, those in the face-
to-face and phone conditions were more likely than those in the IM condition 
to indicate that their conversational partner would be a friend. Finally, in terms 
of the conversational content, the IM conversations produced fewer quality 
interactions, as measured by topics included in the LIWC analysis.
In this communication landscape, many people are using computer-mediated 
mediums to form relationships. Based on our results, we suggest that people 
avoid IM for at least their initial conversations with strangers. This has par-
ticular significance for those who use websites specifically to find a compati-
ble mate (e.g., Match.com). Our results suggest that those individuals should 
choose face-to-face or phone conversations rather than IM so that they have 
a better chance of impression formation and a quality conversation. In the fu-
ture, we intend to expand on this work to explore the conversational costs of 
text-based communication (like IM) for interpreting and conveying emotional 
content. As the social communication landscape is ever changing, the effect 
of different communication mediums on relationship formation and mainte-
nance remains an active and important area of research.
RQ1. Which communication medium (ftf, phone, or IM) do young adults 
prefer for their first conversation with a stranger?
RQ2.	Which communication medium produces the greatest changes in per-
sonality assessments among strangers?
RQ3. Which communication medium facilitates the richest conversations 
among strangers?
